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Abstr4ct

A national survey of Directors of Special Education was conducted

to ascertain (a) the number of students referred for psychoeducational
. .

evaluation,'(b) the "number of referred students evaluated, and (c) the

number of evaluated students placed in special- education programs. Foc
I

each oY the school ygars during.1977-80, _the percentage of referred stu-
1

dents who were'.evaluated was reported as 92% and the percentage of eval-

uated students who received special education was 73%. Althoughihe

probabilities associated with the evaluation of referred students and .1.
,

delivery of special education services to evaluated students were, high,

there was considerable variance; there were differences between rural,

`urban Ind suburban compunities, and between geogt aphic_regions of the

U.S. Fodr explanations for the 'findings Are discussed.

O
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6 ' . Probabilities Associated-with the Referral-to-Platement PrOcess

. ,

Between October 1976 and December 1980 the number of students
, . 4

served in special education increased by nearly 00,000, from 3,586,804

O 6

to 4;185,076
1

. This is nearly a.17% increase.ip.the numbers of students

...,

served. Recently, educators have expressed concern about, and debated.

the reasons for,.this significant increase: At least four kinds of'argu-

ment a're heard.

The firs,targumenti-that Public, Law 94-142 Was,intended:to Provide'

'services for increaser, numbers of previously unser.ved students,(Ballard,

& Zettel, 1977), and mandates for child find. and delivery of

services to individuals betWeen 3 and 21 Years of age, schools finally.tire

.

beginning td serve'all this nation's handicapped students.

E -A econd explanation is an economic One. In Public taw 94-142 it

:

was argued that:, .

Developments i the traininTo f teachers and in di agnostic
,And instructional procedures and methods have advanced to
the point chat,;given tppropriate funding, state and looal
edutaction' agencies can andtwill 'provide effective special
education.and related services,to meet the needs of handj-
capped stu.dents.. (U.S. Senate, p.,776)

.

Proponents
,
of-this explanation argue that an increase in the numbers of

students served -is aslogical'consequenc el of iriCreased funding., .

o

4A tbird'exPlanationys one Sti'essino that increasing numbers of

studeks are experiencing home and family problems as-well as within-
.

student defititS*,.dysfunctions,''anrd disabilities, and are in Reed: of

0 .

special education
At.

services. .In.1979'the qattona1 Education Assmiatinn
.

_ .
. .

, 'asked a,national sample of regular classrdorii teachers to identify the'
, . , . . , ,

P 1 '' cause?of students' academic and social problems (Teacher Opinion kol
. , ,

-

A
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1979). Of those teacheremspOnding, 81% said student difficulties

re Caused by home and family problems, 14% said they were caused: by

within- student 'deficits, 4% attribute'd problems to the ways in which
0-

schools ar e organized, while 1% said problems were due to inadequate .

.

instruction:

The fourth explanation is thwt we..have developed a "massive syStem

of identification". (Ysseldyke & Algozzine, 1982) designed to accommodl.te
.

.

an increasing lack of tolerance by teachers for :"difference.", is

argued that an increase in the lack of tolerance on the part Of teachers,

along with an Ancreasrin the availability of services, WasJottered a

"shuffling ofthe.d4kks," an increased movement of students from regular

to special education ,servi-ces. Glass (1981) noted that mental retardation,

speech impairment, learning disability, and emotional disturbance are

such non-specific conditions that they can be believed to exist in 4.7%
a

of the population in one U.S. State (Delaware) and 0.1% in an adjacent

area (Washington, D.C.). He observed that current diagnostic practices

are arbitrary. Scriven (1981) refers to a current "diagnostic scandal,".

'Sarason and Doris (1979) state that the diagnostiC process is cntratterized

by a search for pathology and an effort to figure out what is-wrong with

.

.
an individual. They emphasize that persons other thdn the refered.

indiiidual (e.g., teacher's or parents) initiate the referral-to-placement

. , .

procets; the charac -teris :tics of the individual do not, in isolation,

;lead-directly to referral for diagnostic study, but the interaction be-
, it

i
tA,,

,
, .

etWeen'those characteristics and the characteristics of -the .initiator, do-,
. . . .. . -

..
. .

, ..

The accuracy of decision makers in the referral'to. placement -process.

has been addressed. Algozzine and Ysseldyke (1981)'reported:that 51%°

..
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of placement teamdecisioR makers.declared normal students eligible for

special education services. Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Richey, tn6-Graden

(1981) reported e ssentially no relationship between the dedisions reached

by placement teams and, the extent to which the assessment data presented

at team meetings supported those decisions. Shepard and Smith (1981)
.

reported that 49% of the students placed in PCD (perceptual and communi-

cation disorders) classes in Colorado were misplaced.

The-purpose of this investigation was not to test the validity of

the competing explanations for the large increase in numbers of students

.served by special education. Rather, the purpose was to provide data that

'would help support or negate the competing explanations. To date, there

have been no'dafa on the probability that referral for psychoeducational

evaluation will result in placement in special education services. We.

investigated specifically the numbers of referred studentS who were

evaluated, and the number of evaluated students who received special edu-

cation'tervices during f07-78, 1978-79, and 1979-80 school years.

Method
'4

Subjects
lt

The subjects were 94 Special Education Dirktors from 37 states

who responded with complete'information for a giverieschool year. No

data were received from Arkansas, Delaware, Georgia, Hawaii, Kentucky,

New Hampshire, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina,

South Dakota, and Utah. The range of SpWW. Education Directors respond-

ing tom. any one state was one to five.

The respondents were distributed fairly evenly across the four.
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Bureau of Census Classification regions: Northeast - 22%, North central -'

29%, South -27%, West - 22%. Over half of the sample designated their

community as rural (55%), while 19%,nd 26% described their community

' as. urban and suburban, respectively. -

Materials

A brief postcard survey(see Appendix A) was developed to obtain

infor,mation from Directors of Special Education. For each of three aca-

demic years (1977-78, 1978-79, 1979-80), three questions were asked:

(1) how many students were referred for ps.Ach;educational evaluation,

(2) how many referred students were evaluated, and (3) how many evaluated

students received special education services? In addition, directors

were asked to provide demographic information on their districts.

Procedure

A letter expliining the purpose of the study and J postcard were

mailed in January 1981 to Special Education directors randomly selected

froM a state-provided lists of directors.% The number of directors in

each state who were .sent questionnaires corresponded to the number of

representatives in the U.S. Congress, resulting in an initial mailing

of,435 postcards. For each.lettfir returned due to aincorrect address,

another was mailed to another director randomly selected from that state.,

After six weeks, the return rate was only 12% (51 postcards). Since it

appeared that it wouAll,flot be possible to obtain the informatiOn using'

the original criteria, a decision was made to secure data from at least

two directorg per state. The second mailing of 315 letters and postcards
No

was basegl on the need to fulf111-this requirement, with directors again

being randomly wlected from the remaining names on the original lists,

9 (1
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Specific criteria were followed for determining the number mailed per

state. If no postcards had been returned from a state, six were'sent'

in the second-mailing; if One postcard had been returned, four were

sent in the follow-up; and iT a state had returned two postcards, two

were sent. In addition, dOe to the low return rate on the original

mailing, a statvent requesting return of the postcard if the data were

unavailable was vtapled to each of the 315 postcards in theGecond mail-

ing:

aData Analysis

Only those postcards for which information was complete for a school

year (e.g., numbers reftrred, evaluated, and eligible) Were inclu&d.fh

the data analysis. The,numbers provided by directors fOr each academic

year were averaged and then converted to'percentages'to reflect (a) referred

students who were evaluated, and (b) evaluated students who were declared:

eligible for Special Education services. The percentages were analyzed

for the total national sample, for tie four geographic regions (i.e.,

northeast, north central, south, and west), and for the.three types of

community .(e.g., urban, suburban, rural).

Results

The return rate of the postcards was 22%. Of the 164 returned post-

cards, 35 (4.6% far 750; 11%"for 315) were returned blank, 12 (1.6%) pro

1

partial information (e.g., only placement data), 23 (-3%) completed

the postcard inaccurately, and 94 (12.5%) provided requested information

accurately. Two factors influenced the return rate. Many directors reported

that they do not have access to these data; others completed the Postcards'

.10Th
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inaccurately by giving data on the total.number of. students enrolled

fn special education (e.g., 415 referred, 406 evaluated, 3219 served).

Only the 94 accurate sets of data were analyzed.-

Total Sample

Table .1 presents the percentages df referred students evaluated
-

and evalpated students served for each of the school years during 1977-80.
No%

-The percentage of referred students who were evaluated was cofsiste'ntly

about 92% each year and the percentage of evaluated students who received

special education was Consistently about 78%. Thus, if i4 student 'is

reftirred for psychoeducational evaluation, it appears the ,probability

is about .92-that the student.wilye testdd. If a student is tested,

the probability is about .78 that the ,student will be decl'ata eligible

for and receive special education services. Considerable variance in

probabilities was observed, as IndiCated by the ranges raggrted in paren-,

theses in- Table 1. In some districts, as few as 39% of referred students

.'were evaluated; 'id.others all _referred students were evaluated. 'In

some districts. as. few as 10% of evaluated students were placed, in others,

100% of evaldated students were placed.,
.

Insert Table 1 about here

Type of Community

r-

Also included in Table 1 are percentages broken down by type of

community (rural, urban, suburban). While:probabilities across the

',three school years were consistent within 'each type of community:differ-
/

ences were observed between rural, urban, and suburban districts.
/

Fewer referred students were evaluated in urban distritts. Similarly,

A
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fewer evaluated students received special eduCation services in urban

(bobt 62%) than'in rural (about 73%) or suburban (ablaut 73%) districts.

Geographic Region

Data also were analyzed separately by redion;,fliese data are sum-
,

marized in Table 2. Percentages'within each of the four regidns were

stable'across the three school ye'ars. -yet', there ware differences be-
,

.

tween'regions. Mor:e evaluated students were declared eligible in the

Soy0:(abclut.80%) and West (about77%) than fn the Northeast (about 67%),'

nd North central (abuilt q%) regions.

4

Ingert Tabi about here

Discussion 3
4.4

The return rate for this surve of 71,5 Directors of Special Educa-'

tion was low, suggesting that many sChooliditstricti 0 not .have data on
. o!'`: : .

,

,
A

)the questions asked. This is troublesome.-,Districts -should b"e gather-
.

4 ,
.! .

'ing data on the cost-effectiVeness of the referral-to-placement process.
.

1

Ove,rall, the probabilities associated withthe evaluation of referred,

students and'the delivery of special edlcationl services to evaluated
if

students were high. At the same time, there were diffbrences among dis-

W
.tricts in-dtfferent geographic regions of.the U.S,,.and among urban,.

rural, and suburban distrtcts. There are at least several alternative

explanations for the observed differences.'

It could be argued that there really are differences in the preva-

A

lence, and thus, incidence, of Wandicaling conditions in different

localities-. It could be,, for example, that there really are more mentally

2

.
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retarded, learning disabled; and "emotionally disturlbed students in the
. .1.

:.1}, 4
south aho west than in other regions of the country., 'It could be that

there are more handicapped students living in rural and suborban districts

than In urban settings. r

A second explanation for the observed findings'is an ecological one.

It could_ be prgued.th9A the different values, expectations, and social .

contexts- of different regionsand communities directly influence standards

for deciding that specific kinds of behaviors are deviant. If this is

true, we would expect to find-the kinds of variance we found.

A. third explanation relates to 'differences in the ways in which the
'14

referral-to-placement proce-ss'is organized in different regions and

school districts. Obsertved differences inprobabilities might be accounted'

for by differences in the use of consultation, building-level teams, etc.

A four'th competing explanation is that differences in probabilities ,

are a direct function of differences in the criteria used to declare a

student eligible for special education services . We know, for example,

. .

that different states, and districts within states, use different criteria
, t

for declaring students eligible for LD services (Mercer, Forgnone,,&

Wolking, 1976):

The most logical explanation for our findings is a political one.

Overall, the probabilities associated' with the referral-to-placement

f .

process are high. We do not believe that teachers_are so good at spot-

ting'handicapped students. that they,pre accurate roughiy.75% ofthOime.-

school_Racer, we question the purpose being served by assessment in h

settings where an average of 78% of assessed students are declared eli-

gible for service, and especially in the many settings where 100% of

13°
ti
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evaluated students pre decl'ar'ed eligible for special education service.,

Ysseldyke and Al.,lozzihe (1982) describe current assessment prac,
.N6.

.

tices as teacher-driven and as -operating on-the ass'mption that the

purpose of assessment is to find out what is wrong with students identi-

fied hy teachers as having something wrong with them. They provide data

suggesting that placement team meetings are capitulation conferences. We

concur with the statement that "special educatiOn diagnosis- is a duke's

' mixture of politics, science fiction:medicine, social work, administrq%

tive convenience, andwhat not" (Glass, 1981; p. 2). These data, along
ez.

with the findings th-at 49% of PCD students in Colorado are misplaced

(Shepard & Smith, 1981), that 51% 0,.decision makers declare normal

students eligible for special education services (Algozzine & Ysseldyke

1981), and that there is no relationship between decisions made by place

ment teams and the extent to which data collected support those decisions

(Ysseldyke et al., 1981), raise critkal, indeed embarrassing, questions

about the referral-to-placement process. We believe it is time to recog-

nize the social-political context within which the referral -to- placement

process operates, 'and to work rapidly to develop a defensible system

for making service delivery and resource allocation decisions.
o

6

a
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'e

re are no reliable national statistics on the numbers of

A

students served prior to October, 1976 (Danielson, U. S. Office of
. c

Special Education, personal communication, 1981).
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- Table 1

Percentages of-Referred Students Evaluated and Percentages of

Evaluated Students Served for the Total Sample and for

Each Type of-Communitya

1977-78 1978-79 1979-80

Total Sampleb

Referred Students Eval4pated 91.9 (39-100) 92.4 (43-100) 92.1 (46;100)
Evaluated Students Served 73.7 (10-100) 73.1 (17-100) 72.2 (18-100)

°-

Rural Districts

Referred Students Evaluated 92.7 (68-100) 92.1 (43-100) '92.& (48-100)

Evaluated Students Served 73.4 (10-100), 74.1 (28-100) 72.9 (27-100)

Urban Districts

Referred Students Evaluated 84.9b(39-100) 89.3 (46-100) 86.2 (46-100)

Evaluated Students Served 63.0 (16-97) 61.4 (17-97) 61.7 (18-98)

Suburban Districts

Referred Studens.Evaluated 92.6 (59-100) 93.4 (68-100) 93.7 (70,100)

Evaluated Students Served 73.5 (25-100) 73.5 (27-100) 72.9 (25-100)

a
Numbers in parentheses are the ranges of percentages.

b
Data for the total are not an average of data for rural; urban, anq,
suburban districts because some Directors didnot report community
characteristics.

ok.
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\ Table 2

Percentages,Df Referred Students Evaluated and Percentages of

Evaluated Students 'Served by Geographic Region
a

Region 1977-78 1978-79 '1979-80

Northeast

Referred StudentsJEvaluated 91.0 (39-100) .91.7 (46-100) 92.7 (46-100)
Evaluated Students Served 67.5. (10-100) 66.3 (17-100) 68.5 (18-100)

North central

Referred Students Evaluated 92.3 (60-100) 92.5 (43-100) 90.8 (48-100)
Evaluated Students Served 65.1 (25-100) 65.6 (28-96) 65.6 (22-97)

South

Referred' Students Evaluated ,93.1 (68-100)1'91.6 (49-100) 93.0 (64-100) 41

Evaluated Students Served 80.9 (35 -1.00) '81.8 (42-100) 79.0 (45-100):..

West

Referred Students Evaluated 90.9 (59-100) 9,3.8 (75-100) 92.0 (68 -100)

Evaluated Students Served 81.2 (25-100) 78.8 (27-100) 74.6 (25-100)

a
Numbers in parentheses are the ranges of percentages.

18
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0

I. Demographic Information
State in which located

I) of students (K-12) in entire school

district

Circle one: 'rurai urban- suburban

II. "Referral/PlacementrInformation ,(Elemeniary only)
# of students who were referred in t

.

1977 -

1978
1979

.,
# of referred-students who were evajtiated i

1977
1978
1979

# of referred students who received Special
teldcation services in 1977

1978
1979

19
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